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EditorialCommunity BuildingA new journal these days enters a crowded, shifting publishing
landscape. Print media’s time is waning. Social and mobile are
on the rise. And with alternatives available to traditional peer
review for disseminating research, the barriers and time re-
quirements standing in the way of sharing results are near
zero.
Lockstep with changes in publishing, the reach of biological
research is expanding. Side by side with the hottest internet
startups and consumer tech titans, biomedicine companies are
investors’ darlings, pushing boundaries with DNA sequencing,
genetic testing, cancer immunotherapy, and wearable biometric
tracking. The top-producing steel company in the world is build-
ing a commercial-scale facility in Europe where engineered mi-
crobes will create biofuel from greenhouse gas emissions.
Surveying the ocean’s biodiversity promises deeper under-
standing of the global effects of climate change. Precision med-
icine is being backed personally by the president of the United
States. The array of expertise that needs to be applied to biolog-
ical problems is expanding.
What’s more, advances in our ability to measure and perturb
biological systems are becoming widely disseminated and
accessible. A notable characteristic of the latest experimental
technologies is scale. The billions of bases in a human genome
can be read many hundreds of times over in a single run of to-
day’s sequencing instruments. The volume of data from this sin-
gle run is within an order of magnitude of what’s needed for a
low-coverage survey of genetic variation in a 1,000-individual
population. To test the function of these variants, libraries of
RNA-targeted DNA cutters allow the variants to be engineered
into a genome to study phenotype. This capacity to generate
big data from ‘‘big experimentation,’’ like a colossal hand oper-
ating a million-tipped pipetter, enables molecular biology to be
performed on a massively parallel scale that matches the
complexity of the biological problem being studied.
But with change comes unsteadiness.
Precisely how tomake the best use of massive new datasets is
an open question. Their sheer size makes validation and exper-
imental follow-up nontrivial. Plus it’s all too tempting to equate
data with insight when in fact nothing replaces clear incisive
thinking applied to data big or small. Experimentalists must
grapple with how to rigorously control, validate, and describe
their work. Clear ideas are needed to interpret and integrate
the results of big experimentation technologies. It is difficult to
understand the empirical characterization of specific phenom-
ena in terms of generalizable principles.
Navigating these challenges can be daunting, especially
because a person’s expertise and training may not scale so
easily and rapidly to keep up. But when hacking through the
tangled underbrush of now, one often just needs a human com-
panion to make the journey less daunting.Cell Systems aims to foster a community of explorers—indi-
viduals with tools, insights, and expertise to spark a solution to
the most vexing problems. We as editors will guide when we
can and are naturally inclined to build bridges and provide
sounding boards. We—like you—are embedded in the same
wild world, just traveling through with a different vantage
point.
We see the need for outside knowledge and the scarcity of
such expertise. There is a rich history of pioneers with deep
knowledge of physics, chemistry, and mathematics making
seminal contributions in the life sciences. We appreciate that
today engineers, computer scientists, and data quants also
have the opportunity to make major contributions. We aim to
publish front matter articles that help expose the thinking of
those in one discipline to another. We are working on honing
the peer review process for work based on theory and data
science.
To connect with investigators in diverse disciplines within and
outside of biology, the journal is dedicated to having an in-house
editorial team with expertise in the peer review and publication
of quantitative, integrative, data-rich studies. We have also re-
cruited an editorial board of world-renowned experts to advise
us on matters of strategy and policy, and we will grow the mem-
bership of the board over time.
Taking a broad view helps us spot trends. Case in point, big
data are trending everywhere, but what does it mean in the life
sciences? Because biology is an experimental science and
because no single assay can measure the multitude of facets
of a living system, big biological data may consist of large vol-
umes of many different types of data, instead of massive
quantities of a single data type. Recognizing this suggests
that data analysis methods that explicitly consider biases
and nuances of the assay will be valuable, as will those
tailored to the integration of diverse types of data. As another
example, language used to describe systems-level phenom-
ena can fall prey to common pitfalls, such as not being suffi-
ciently concrete. As a journal, we have the opportunity to
collate examples of common vague language and offer guide-
lines to help.
Many thanks are due to our advisors and colleagues who have
helped push this boat to the current water’s edge. As we set sail,
we look forward to exploring new territory, new frontiers of long-
standing fields, and spaces in between, with an entrepreneurial
spirit, striving for inclusivity, boldness, and connecting peo-
ple—all with an eye for creating value for the community that
joins us.
Welcome to Cell Systems.
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